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ABSTRACT 



Using data from an evaluation of two welfare- to-work 
programs in Riverside, California, and Grand Rapids, Michigan, a study found 
that requirements to participate in mandatory welfare- to-work programs can 
increase employment and earnings and reduce welfare income, independent of 
actual participation in the welfare- to-work program. Usually, these 
independent effects of the participation were not captured by estimates of 
welfare- to- work program impacts, because program impacts were measured 
conditional on the actual showing up of those required to participate. 
Outcomes for two groups were compared: one required to show up for a 
welfare- to-work program orientation but subsequently excused from 
participation in welfare-to-work program activities and another control group 
that was not required to show up for the initial orientation. Analyses found 
larger effects of the mandate for welfare recipients who were more job- ready 
and for programs operating in healthier labor markets. Evidence also 
indicated that response to a mandate increased with the strength of the 
enforcement and the level of penalties for noncompliance. (Contains 13 
references . ) (YLB) 
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ABSTRACT 



Using data from an evaluation of two welfare-to-work programs in 
Riverside, Calif and Grand Rapids, Mich., we find that requirements to 
participate in mandatory welfare-to-work programs can increase employment and 
earnings and reduce welfare income, independent of actual participation in the 
welfare-to-work program. Usually, these independent effects of the participation 
requirements are not captured by estimates of welfare-to-work program impacts, 
because program impacts are measured conditional on the actual showing up of 
those required to participate. In our analyses, we find larger effects of the 
mandate for welfare recipients who are more "job-ready” and for programs 
operating in healthier labor markets. We also find evidence that response to a 
mandate increases with the strength of enforcement and the level of penalties for 
noncompliance. Following welfare reform legislation of 1996, compliance 
requirements for welfare-to-work programs have become stricter and penalties 
for non-compliance have increased. Consequently, we expect the effects of these 
mandates to strengthen. 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the past twenty years, many studies have demonstrated that requiring welfare 
recipients to participate in welfare-to-work programs — which provide job search assistance, 
education, and training — increases their employment rates and earnings and often reduces the 
amount of cash assistance they receive [see, for example, Freedman et al., 2000, Beecroft, 
1998, Hamilton et al., 1997, Moffitt, 1996, Fein, 1995, Friedlander and Burtless, 1995, Riccio 
et al., 1994, and Gueron and Pauly, 1991]. In all these studies, one unanswered question has 
been to what extent the program mandate (i.e., the obligation of welfare recipients to 
participate) contributed to the effects of these programs. It has been difficult to address this 



question empirically because participation in activities and the requirement to participate usually 
are combined in the same “treatment” and are difficult to separate. 1 

We estimate effects of a mandate to enter a welfare-to-work program using data from 
the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies, a large-scale, longitudinal evaluation of 
1 1 welfare-to-work programs in seven sites around the country that is being conducted by the 
Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) and is funded by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, with support from the U.S. Department of 
Education. The analysis for this paper is based on an innovative random assignment research 
design, implemented to address this particular question in two of the seven sites: Riverside, 
California, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. In these sites, we compare outcomes for two groups 
of sample members: 

• The first group was required to show up for a welfare-to-work program orientation 
but was subsequently excused from participation in welfare-to-work program 
activities. 

• The second group is a control group, which was never required to show up for the 
initial orientation. 

Comparing outcomes for these two groups isolates the effect of the mandate to enter the 
program. Specifically, this addresses the question of: To what extent do those who fail to enter 
such programs while under a participation requirement change their work and welfare behavior 
as they attempt to avoid or comply with the mandate? In this paper we will describe how 
welfare recipients, in different settings and faced with different program implementation, 
responded to program participation requirements, and how these requirements affected their 
employment, earnings and welfare receipt. 

For this analysis, outcomes are presented for three distinct samples of welfare recipients 
receiving cash assistance in the two sites. In Riverside, both single-parent and unemployed 

1 Of course, it is possible to address this question by comparing the effects of mandatory programs with 
those of voluntary programs, as is done, for example, by Granger and Cytron (1999). However, such 
comparisons suffer from the problem that mandatory and voluntary programs vary in many different ways, 
not just in how they attract the people they serve. Also, comparisons between mandatory and voluntary 
program are affected by underlying differences in the characteristics of those served. Those underlying 
differences are often difficult, if not impossible, to control for. 
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